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Foreword

I suppose if you’re reading this book you’re at least wondering, “How hard is it to start a religion?” From my experience, the answer is, “Not very hard.”

I would guess that religious leaders fall into three large groups: the true believers, the con artists, and the accidental leaders. True believers would not be reading this book, which pokes fun at something they feel is deadly serious. This is too bad, because they’re probably the most in need of both structure and absurdity. But one of the major problems with true believers is that they’re at the mercy of their ideas of what the god(s) want them to do. As one true believer said to me, “If God says it, then I will do it. If his commandment was that all men should wear pink tutus, I would be at my local ballet supply company looking for a size 38!” It’s hard to argue with that kind of zeal. And it often leads to decisions that can kill off a religion. The Shakers are a good example. They were a celibate faith that also stopped taking new members in 1965. It’s no surprise that as of 2010, the Shakers were down to their last three members.

The con men have it better. They look at their religions as a business. If it makes good tax sense to turn their burgeoning psychology cults into religious cults then that’s the road they’ll take. If it brings in more revenue to argue that being a renunciate and devoting all your time to the faith is not a more pious direction to go (thus keeping your followers employed), but that tithing 15 percent is a pious decision, then you’ll have hard-working and well-tithing followers. The downside to being a con man is that con men are … well, con men. And that probably means they’re at least a bit sociopathic and likely have problems with delayed gratification. They can get away with ostentatious wealth and violating all of their own commandments for a long time. But it usually comes back to bite them.

The last one is probably more common than you might guess. If you read about New Religious Movements (the PC term that has replaced “cults”) as much as I do you might notice how often you come across this origin story: Someone started running an “encounter group,” a “study group,” or a “group therapy session,” and suddenly realized they were actually leading a religious movement. It’s not a difficult path to stumble down. A group of people who are focused intensely and being self-revealing to each other may find all types of mystical events or truths suddenly appear. They may hear the voice of God, paranormal phenomena (rapping sounds or objects moving) may begin to occur, members may begin to have insights into each other or into the world that seem supernatural. The group’s bond grows tighter and they begin to believe that they have a message that needs to be given to the world or perhaps they have a truth that must be protected from the world. Suddenly, you have a full-blown new religion.

If you don’t believe me about the ability of a group to produce paranormal phenomena, go research the Philip Experiment. In a nutshell, in the 1970s a group of people consciously decided to create a ghost. They were completely aware that this ghost was made up by the group and yet when contacted via séance the ghost performed as well or better than “real” ghosts supposedly contacted in other séances. Given that the ghost was fictional, the only explanation for the phenomena was the psychology of the group.

Why is it so easy to create a religion? Because humans need to order their world in the face of far too much information input and the awareness that there is far too much that lies on the other side of the walls of ignorance. H. P. Lovecraft (inspiration for numerous New Religious Movements) had it right when he wrote, “we live on a placid island of ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity, and it was not meant that we should voyage far.”

We will take any opportunity we can to find order and sense in our world. And if we can gather a group of people around us who will affirm our vision we will gladly grab hold with both hands. Evolution made us tribal creatures and that desire can easily be placated by a religious movement.

Unfortunately, that same tribal impulse tends to make us place one member of the group in the role of “leader” (priest, minister, guru, high-poobah). And that’s where the trouble always begins. If you’re reading this book you may be laughing about the idea of becoming the founder of a new religion—but don’t laugh too hard. It’s easier than you think, and laughing is no protection—go look up the Church of the SubGenius, Discordianism, or Thee Temple ov Psychick Youth. If you were to even casually move in that direction you could easily find yourself leading a small ragtag group of people who are looking to you for the next revelation, prophecy, ritual, or rule for living. This might lead to a fleet of Rolls Royces and your own island in the Fijis, but you better not disappoint your followers or they could viciously turn on you. On the other hand, do you really want to be responsible for someone else’s life? Personally, I find running my own hard enough.

—Anthony Valterra, BA, Religious Studies; MA, Consciousness Studies; briefly an accidental religious leader



INTRODUCTION 

So You Want to 
Start Your Own Religion

If you have ever observed the power, wealth, and privilege that accrue to leaders and practitioners of certain religions, you’ve probably thought, “You know, I should start my own religion. Then I would be the one who gets to decide if recreational drug use is an acceptable response to the crushing angst of adolescence.” Or perhaps you have experienced a loftier sentiment and have toyed with the idea of creating a lasting ethos that will endure through the rest of human history, spreading enlightenment to the unenlightened for all time to come.

Either way, you’ve come to the right place. In How to Start Your Own Religion, you will discover the five steps you’ll need to take to become the font of all that is good (or bad, depending). You’ll learn everything you need to know to go about establishing a religion, gaining adherents, and running their lives. They will thank you for this by making offerings of money, time, sex, and food (and sex with food) unless you’d rather they didn’t.

In Step 1, you will decide what kind of religion you wish to start. You will also create (or “receive from On High, in a dream”) the religious texts that will dictate your religion’s policies on questions such as one’s right to control one’s own body, one’s obligation to share the wealth (e.g. “help the less fortunate”), and more.

In Step 2, you will find out how to spread the word and attract followers, converts, and fanatics, as well as what to do with them once you’ve got them.

In Step 3, you’ll figure out where to gather for worship/adoration/hanging out with your adherents, and work on all the little things that keep them coming back for more, including holy days, adulthood rites, and weddings—and learn how, when, and why to toss your unwelcome followers out.

In Step 4, you’ll take it to the next level by insinuating yourself and your new faith into every last corner of your followers’ lives, and have them thank you for it.

And finally, in Step 5, you’ll develop ways to speed the dear departed off to wherever it is you think they’re headed, and maybe bring a few of them back from the Great Beyond.

Getting Started

Establishing your own religion can be a daunting undertaking. So much to do and so much to decide! Let’s start with a little survey, which will help you refine your thinking. Choose as many answers as you think are correct for each question, though your religion will be easier for followers to remember if you keep it to one answer per question. Note: Internal consistency is not required in any religion.

This is not a test, mind you. There are no right or wrong answers. It’s all about opinion—oops, sorry, I mean revelation!


	
How many gods are there?

	None: Virtue is its own reward

	There can be only one

	2−11

	12 or more

	We’re all gods

	Infinity





	
Complete this sentence: God is … (or, the gods are …) 
(or the Powers That Be are … )

	Love

	The all-powerful Creator(s) of the Universe

	Pretty much ambivalent about us

	Pissing me off

	Vengeful, wrathful, and other synonyms for angry

	Dead





	
Our holy writing is contained in …

	The eternal spirits of the faithful

	An epic poem of enduring beauty and grace

	An epic poem that’s actually kind of over-long and a little boring

	This one book, which is the only book you’ll ever need

	Beatles’ records, played backward

	The steaming, bloody entrails of infidels





	
The most important religious principle is …

	Be excellent to each other.

	Thou shalt not kill.

	In the case of the tax imposed by Chapter 21 (relating to tax on self-employment income) and the tax imposed by section 3101 (relating to tax on employees under the Federal Insurance Contributions Act) 
     (1) If an amount is erroneously treated as self-employment income, or if an amount is erroneously treated as wages, and 
     (2) If the correction of the error would require an assessment of one such tax and the refund or credit of the other tax, and 
     (3) If at any time the correction of the error is authorized as to one such tax but is prevented as to the other tax by any law or rule of law (other than section 7122, relating to compromises), then, if the correction authorized is made, the amount of the assessment, or the amount of the credit or refund, as the case may be, authorized as to the one tax shall be reduced by the amount of the credit or refund, or the amount of the assessment, as the case may be, which would be required with respect to such other tax for the correction of the error if such credit or refund, or such assessment, of such other tax were not prevented by any law or rule of law (other than section 7122).

	Speed Limit 55

	Don’t do the crime if you can’t do the time.

	Rules are made to be broken.





	
Our most sacred rite consists of …

	This really pretty flower I picked this morning

	Twinkies

	Complex tea rituals that take so long to complete the first one isn’t over yet

	A nice, lean piece of veal. Who doesn’t love a nice, lean piece of veal?

	Blood. And I don’t mean figuratively.

	I can only tell you if you sign this release first.





	
What year is it?

	Does anybody really know what time it is? Does anybody really care?

	2012

	4,256,321,031

	0

	1

	However many years it’s been since I was born





	
The chief weapon of your Inquisition is …

	Surprise

	Fear

	Ruthless efficiency

	An almost fanatical devotion to the Pope

	Nice red uniforms

	All of the above





	
What do you have to offer the faithful that no other religion does?

	Enlightenment

	Eternal life

	Contentment

	Revenge

	Sex

	All of the above





	
Your ideal celebrity spokesperson is …

	No one

	Yourself

	Tom Cruise

	Oprah

	Stephen Baldwin

	That dog from the flea medicine commercial who’s been sending you subliminal messages for months





	
Fanatics are …

	Dangerously imbalanced

	Fine if they switch to decaf

	To be used only in emergencies

	People you occasionally have to publicly disavow

	Your core audience

	The invincible army of righteousness





	
When is the best time to fight a holy war?

	Never

	If you’re absolutely sure you can win

	Before all that sarin gas you bought from that North Korean guy expires

	After the thirteenth solstice before the end of the Great Migration of Givornius

	When someone steps to you

	Wait, who says you can stop fighting a holy war?





	
Where do you plan to hold your sacred rites and ceremonies?

	The whole world is our shrine

	Usually in the living room, but lately it’s been kinda spilling over into the kitchen

	We rent the middle school gym, except during basketball season

	A sweet little temple on a hill

	A massive cathedral with flying buttresses and other architectural elements that sound vaguely dirty

	A stepped pyramid decorated with the blood of sacrificial virgins, and kick-ass Metallica posters





	
Holy days are best observed …

	In the loving company of family and friends

	Anywhere but at work

	With a massive feast

	By fasting

	With a lot of chanting, moaning, and candles

	Naked





	
A boy becomes a man when he …

	Accepts responsibility to lead a good, honest, nurturing, and loving life

	Turns eighteen

	Comes back from his pilgrimage or missionary trip

	Shotguns this beer

	Doesn’t puke after shotgunning this beer

	Shoots this beer with a shotgun





	
A girl becomes a woman when she …

	Accepts responsibility to lead a good, honest, nurturing, and loving life

	Turns eighteen

	Has her first period

	Unfriends her parents on Facebook

	Texts a naked photo of herself to her fifteen-year-old boyfriend whom she is going to love forever and ever and ever

	Steals her BFF’s boyfriend





	
Marriage is …

	A loving union between two or more consenting adults

	A loving union between a man and a woman

	A loving union between a man and several women

	A loving union between a woman and several men

	A loving union between me and all of the men/women in the church

	Banned





	
Someone must be immediately excommunicated if he or she …

	Harshes the group’s mellow

	Commits a mortal sin, like listening to Marilyn Manson (or not listening to Marilyn Manson)

	Fails to adequately tithe

	Won’t have sex with me

	Refuses to eat of the flesh of the unworthy

	Farts during the Holiest of Holy Ceremonies





	
We sacrifice …

	Nothing, the gods make no material demands on us

	Little pieces of paper on which we’ve written our sins

	Broken household items

	Anything that’ll burn

	Stray pets

	I refuse to answer in accordance with my rights under the Fifth Amendment as such answer may tend to incriminate me





	
Sex is to be enjoyed …

	Between loving, consenting adults

	Between an adult man and an adult woman who love each other, or have had one too many appletinis

	Within the confines of marriage

	In some extremely specific way

	During the monthly Fornication Rite

	Constantly





	
Children should be educated …

	By their parents, in an all-vegan, bully-free home school environment

	In public schools, where they can learn to defend their faith against challenges

	In private, church-run schools, where they can be successfully indoctrinated

	In public schools compelled to teach our religion to all kids

	In the school of hard knocks

	Never





	
The government is …

	An antiquated, patriarchal, establishmentarian dinosaur

	Separate from my church

	An easy target for infiltration

	An impediment to the Truth

	Fine, so long as I can still be tax-free

	Awesome





	
God (or the gods) expect(s) me to …

	Live a life of love, peace, and harmony with all his/her/their creatures

	Seek enlightenment

	Pray regularly

	Pay regularly

	Rock

	Blow up stuff and kill people in his/her/their name(s)





	
Dead bodies should be …

	Disposed of with respect and dignity, according to the wishes of the departed

	Buried

	Cremated

	Left on a rock to be picked apart by scavengers

	Laid in a longboat which is then set afire and cast out to sea

	Eaten





	
When you die, you …

	Become one with the universe or, like, the Force or something

	Achieve enlightenment on a higher plane of existence

	Are reincarnated into the body of a human baby

	Are reincarnated into an animal or something, but hopefully not a bug—a tiger or, like, a great white shark would be awesome

	Go to Heaven/Next World/Arcadia If You’ve Led a Good Life, or Hell/Scary Bad Place/Underworld If You’re a Sinner

	Rise up as an undead avenger to kick the ass of all who wronged you in life and eat their livers in front of their screaming faces





	
After death, the truly holy will …

	Get a second chance to lead a better life

	Guide loved ones from the Great Beyond

	Become an angel

	Become a ghost

	Become a demigod

	Become a new, way more badass god
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